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In this study we report the findings that we obtained when we repeated a study conducted approximately 
10 years ago. In the initial study we found that mature students did as well as traditional-entry ones in 
first-year essays and examinations. However, they did less well initially when writing laboratory reports. 
In this replication study these results were reversed. This time our mature students did as well as the 
traditional entry-ones on their laboratory reports, better than the traditional-entry ones at essay writing, hut 
worse on their examinations. Some possible causes for these findings are discussed, and the paper concludes 
by examining the final degree performance (some two years later) of these two groups of students. Here there 
were no significant differences between them. 


I N AN EARLIER PAPER, Hartley and 
Trueman (1997) compared the academic 
performance of 56 mature and 56 tradi- 
tional-entry students on four modules in the 
first-year of the psychology degree course at 
Keele University in 1994 and 1995. In this 
paper, we replicate this study by examining 
the performance of a similar group of 
students in 1997-2000. 

Hartley and Trueman’s (1997) paper was 
unusual in two respects: (i) it was the first to 
compare the academic performance of 
mature and traditional-entry students on 
individual first-year modules - modular 
courses were introduced into British Univer- 
sities in the early 1990s; and (ii) it showed 
that the mature and the traditional-entry 
students did not differ significantly in terms 
of their essay and examination performance 
over the first-year psychology course but that 
they did on their laboratory work. The 
mature students performed significantly 
worse than the traditional-entry ones on 
their first semester laboratory reports but 
performed as well as tbe traditional-entry 
ones on tbeir second semester one. 

Hartley and Trueman’s paper was one in 
a series of what Hartley and Norton (2002) 
called ‘bottom-line’ studies, i.e. those that 
concentrated on examination scores and 


essay/project marks. Such papers can be 
contrasted witb ‘experiential’ studies, where 
tbe investigators concentrate on tbe experi- 
ences of the students involved. Hartley and 
Norton (2002) summarised the results from 
over 20 studies in each group and remarked 
how little cross-referencing there was 
between these papers. Authors discussing 
mature students’ experiences rarely 
commented on their examination perform- 
ance, and authors concentrating on the 
bottom-line, rarely commented on tbe 
students’ experiences. 

Table 1 lists some additional representa- 
tive studies published in each group since 
the Hartley and Norton (2002) paper. Of 
these, perhaps the most important bottom- 
line publication is that by Richardson and 
Woodley (2003). These investigators exam- 
ined the final degree performance of 
228,790 UK students who had graduated in 
1996 before modularisation. They reported 
that whilst their traditional-entry students 
under-21 obtained the best results in terms 
of ‘good degrees’ - i.e. Ists and 2:1s 
combined - mature students aged between 
21 and 50 also did well. But, after this age, 
the performance of mature students began 
to decline (see Table 2). Richardson and 
Woodley (2003) also noted that women 
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Table 1 : Some representative bottom-line and experiential studies of mature students. 


'Bottom-line' studies 

Cantwell, Archer £t Bourke, 2001; Richardson ft Woodley, 2003; Simonite, 2003. 
'Experiential studies' 

Bamber, 2005; Cantwell ft Grayson, 2002; Cantwell Et Scevak, 2004; Laing et at, 2005; 
Leder Et Forgasz, 2004; Mercer, 2007; Mercer Et Saunders, 2004; Merrill, 1999; 
Osborne, Marks Et Turner, 2004; Reay, 2002; Waller, 2006. 

Both 

Bingham Et O'Hara, 2007; Eppler Et Harju, 1997. 


Table 2: Differenees in the degree performanee of men and women students at 
different ages. (Data from Table IV in Riehardson ft Woodley, reported here 
with permission of the authors.) 


Age at graduation 

Gender 

Degree classification (%) 

1 2(1) 2(ii) 3 

Good 

degrees (%) 

Under 21 years 

Men 

15.3 

45.8 

30.3 

8.6 

61.1 


Women 

8.3 

55.8 

30.8 

5.1 

64.1 

21-25 years 

Men 

8.0 

42.3 

42.1 

7.6 

50.3 


Women 

5.9 

50.9 

39.5 

3.7 

56.8 

26-30 years 

Men 

10.4 

43.6 

38.2 

7.7 

54.1 


Women 

9.5 

49.1 

36.5 

4.9 

58.6 

31-40 years 

Men 

11.3 

44.7 

36.8 

7.3 

56.0 


Women 

10.4 

53.5 

32.6 

3.5 

63.8 

41-50 years 

Men 

9.2 

43.9 

39.9 

7.1 

53.0 


Women 

10.1 

51.5 

34.2 

4.2 

61.6 

51-60 years 

Men 

8.2 

39.7 

40.7 

11.3 

47.9 


Women 

9.0 

45.9 

38.3 

6.9 

54.9 

Over 60 years 

Men 

5.3 

37.4 

46.6 

10.7 

42.7 


Women 

4.1 

39.0 

38.1 

18.9 

43.1 


mature students did better than men in all of 
the age groups shown in Table 2, although 
this varied to some extent with the subjects 
being studied. 

Although Richardson and Woodley 
(2003) used a vast sample size, they pooled 
together the results from many different 
disciplines and different institutions using a 
variety of teaching methods and assessments, 
and thus - by default - could not consider 
these particular variables. Other, smaller 
‘local’ studies have been reported that 


consider the findings across single institu- 
tions or in one particular discipline within 
one institution (e.g. Hartley & Trueman, 
1997; Simonite, 2003; Sutherland, 1999). 

The present study was another such 
‘local’ bottom-line study. Here we were inter- 
ested in how well traditional-entry and 
mature students performed on each of the 
same four modules (at least in name if not in 
content) that were used in the original 
Hartley and Trueman (1997) study. 
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Method 

Data were extracted from the psychology 
departmental records for mature students 
(aged over-21) who completed the first-year 
modules at Keele in 1997, 1998, 1999 and 
2000. These students were then matched 
with an equal number of traditional-entry 
students in terms of sex and (as far as 
possible) subject combinations. (All students 
at Keele study two principal subjects: in 22 
cases where an exact subject match could 
not be obtained, a cognate discipline was 
assured.) 

For each participant we recorded the 
marks obtained on four modules. Modules 1 
and 2 comprised lectures and tutorials and 
were both assessed by an essay and a written 
examination. Modules 3 and 4 comprised 
laboratory and statistical classes, and were 
both assessed by two laboratory reports. 


Students completed Modules 1 and 3 in the 
first semester, and Modules 2 and 4 in the 
second. 

In order to avoid distorting the overall 
mean scores, students who missed one piece 
of work, or who failed components within the 
modules, were given a mark of 40 for these 
elements in the present study (as in Hardey & 
Trueman, 1997). There were a total of four 
such adjustments for the mature students and 
two for the traditional-entry ones. 

Results 

The overall results are shown in Table 3 and 
a more detailed breakdown is provided in 
the Appendix. The data in the Appendix 
show (excluding those for 1997) a decline in 
the number of mature students studying 
psychology over time (from 21 in 1997 to 
nine in 2000). 


Table 3: The overall mean seores (and standard deviations) for the matehed mature and 
traditional-entry students for the four modules. 




Traditional entry 
(A/=45) 

Mature students 
(A/=45) 

Module 1 
Essay 

m 

59.7 

59.2 


s.d 

3.4 

3.2 

Exam 

m 

56.8 

48.2 


s.d. 

3.2 

10.2 

Module 2 
Essay 

m 

58.6 

60.4 


s.d 

1.5 

6.1 

Exam 

m 

56.0 

51.3 


s.d. 

1.4 

5.8 

Module 3 
Eab Report 1 

m 

55.6 

53.5 


s.d 

1.7 

4.3 

Eab Report 2 

m 

58.5 

56.4 


s.d. 

3.0 

5.4 

Module 4 
Eab Report 3 

m 

57.6 

59.4 


s.d 

2.3 

2.1 

Eab Report 4 

m 

55.2 

60.3 


s.d. 

5.3 

1.7 
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Initial statistical analyses of the overall 
data shown in the Appendix showed (as in 
1994—1995) that were no significant differ- 
ences between the overall performance on 
the men and the women students 
(F( 1,86) =0.1, p>Q.b). Accordingly, in Table 3, 
we show only the results for the mature and 
the traditional-entry students for the 
different modules. Examination shows that, 
as in 1994—1995, there was a significant 
difference between the mean scores 
obtained for the essay and the examination 
components in each of Modules 1 and 2 
(Module 1: essay M=59.4 vs. exam M=54.0. 
F(l,82)=13.86, p<0.5: Module 2: essay 
M=59.5 vs. exam M=54.1. F(l,82)=16.94, 
/kO. 5). However, unlike in 1994—1995, in the 
present data there was a significant inter- 
action between the scores of the mature and 
the traditional-entry students on the essay 
and examination components of the assess- 
ment. The mature students performed 
higher than the traditional-entry ones on the 
essay components (M=60.3 vs. M=58.6) and 
lower than them on the examinations 
(M=52.4 vs. M=55.7; F(l,82)=4.73, /kO.5). 

For Modules 3 and 4 (unlike 1994—1995) 
there were no significant differences 
between the performance of the mature and 
the traditional-entry students on either 
component of the assessment. 


In the present study we also collected the 
final degree data for these students obtained 
some two years later (i.e. 1999-2002). Table 
4 shows the numbers of mature and tradi- 
tional-entry students obtaining Ists, 2:1s, etc. 
Chi-square analysis showed, despite the 
excellent performance of some of the 
mature students, that the difference between 
the performance of the mature and tradi- 
tional-entry students in this respect was not 
statistically significant for the separate data 
(chi-square=5.97, d.f. 4, n.s.d.) nor for when 
the data were grouped into ‘good’ and 
‘other’ degrees (chi-square=0.41, d.f. 1, 
n.s.d.). 

Discussion 

The main findings of this study show that 
these mature students performed as well as 
the traditional-entry students on most 
measures and sometimes better (e.g. on the 
essay data for Modules 1 and 2). However, 
they did significandy worse than the tradi- 
tional-entry students on the written examina- 
tions for Modules 1 and 2. These findings, 
therefore, are somewhat different from those 
obtained in 1994—1995 where there were no 
differences in this respect, but some differ- 
ences on their performance in Modules 3 
and 4 (with mature students doing less well 
on Module 3 but catching up by Module 4) . 


Table 4: The numbers of matehed mature and traditional-entry students falling into the 
different degree elasses at the end of their studies. 



Degree 

Class 





1 st 

2:1 

2:2 

3rd 

Pass 

Traditional students 

1 

27 

16 

0 

1 

Mature students 

5 

20 

19 

1 

0 
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The final degree data shown in Table 4 
are of particular interest. However, we need 
to bear in mind that here the results from 
the psychology components of the degree 
(in the 2nd and 3rd year only) have been 
combined with those obtained in their 
second subjects - so they do not reflect 
performance in psychology alone. The 
results shown here, of course, are from 
students who were matched as far as possible 
on their second subjects, so in this sense the 
two groups are comparable. These data 
replicate, on a smaller scale, those reported 
for students in general at Keele in the 1980s 
where no significant differences were found 
between the degree classes awarded to over 
300 matched mature and traditional-entry 
students (Hartley, Trueman & Lapping, 
1997). So in this respect - 20 years on - 
mature students are still performing as well 
as traditional-entry ones academically. 

Of course, despite the module titles being 
much the same, the teachers, the contents 
and the precise nature of the assessments 


have changed over time. Of course, it is 
impossible to tell how far these factors have 
affected the results. In the present study 
Graduate Teaching Assistants directed a large 
part of the work undertaken in the laboratory 
modules, and they marked some of the labo- 
ratory reports as well as some of the examina- 
tions (under supervision, and with 
moderation from the course-leaders). In 
1994-1995 postgraduate ‘Demonstrators’ did 
similar work, but not to the same extent. 
Furthermore, the experiences of the students 
in 1994—1995 may have been different in 
many respects from those in 1997-2000. So a 
strong case can be made for combining expe- 
riential and bottom line studies. 
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Appendix: Data for the four modules from the traditional-entry and the mature 
students for 1997-2000. Matehing numbers of males and females eombined. 




1997 

Traditional Mature 

1998 

Traditional Mature 

1999 

Traditional Mature 

2000 

Traditional Mature 

Equal no. of 
male/females* 

N=2 

N=2 

A/=21 

N=2^ 

A/=13 

A/=13 

A/=9 

A/=9 

Module 1 

Essay 

64.5 

54.5 

58.8 

60.2 

58.8 

60.5 

56.7 

61.6 


SD 

3.5 

2.1 

9.1 

10.2 

6.3 

9.6 

7.2 

7.4 

101 

Exam 

61.5 

33.0 

56.1 

53.6 

54.5 

52.5 

55.1 

53.8 


SD 

4.9 

26.9 

9.2 

12.7 

8.8 

13.4 

7.0 

9.0 

Module 2 

Essay 

60.5 

53.0 

57.8 

61.5 

56.9 

59.2 

59.0 

67.8 


SD 

7.8 

2.8 

8.1 

8.0 

7.2 

6.7 

5.5 

6.0 

103 

Exam 

55.0 

44.5 

55.8 

54.4 

58.0 

48.9 

55.3 

57.6 


SD 

1.4 

10.6 

6.8 

10.0 

5.9 

9.4 

4.4 

6.7 

Module 3 

Report 1 

53.5 

49.0 

56.5 

55.3 

54.6 

51.2 

57.2 

58.6 


SD 

2.1 

7.1 

6.9 

9.4 

6.3 

9.2 

6.3 

6.0 

102 

Report 2 

62.0 

52.0 

57.5 

58.0 

55.0 

52.3 

59.6 

63.3 


SD 

5.7 

5.7 

6.5 

8.8 

8.5 

8.0 

8.9 

3.6 

Module 4 

Report 3 

60.0 

57.5 

59.1 

59.6 

56.1 

58.3 

55.1 

62.2 


SD 

7.1 

4.9 

5.4 

8.8 

7.6 

8.9 

7.6 

7.1 

104 

Report 4 

61.0 

60.5 

56.2 

58.4 

55.5 

59.8 

48.1 

62.6 


SD 

1.4 

3.5 

8.6 

10.3 

6.6 

9.2 

7.0 

6.2 


*ln each year the numbers of men and the numbers of women in the mature and the traditional-entry groups were 
matched. For example, in 1998, there were six male mature and six male traditional-entry students and 15 female 
mature and 15 female traditional-entry students, making 21 in each group. 
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